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The proportion of jobless workers who receive regular unemployment insurance (UI) has declined 
nationwide over the last half-century, from an average of 50 percent during the 1950s to an average 
of just 27 percent today, with significant variation by state.  Due to weakness in the labor market 
from the Great Recession, regular and federal 
programs recipiency exceeded 70 percent in 2010.2  
Factors such as previous employment and earnings, 
reasons for job separation, union membership, and 
unemployment duration all affect UI recipiency.  Yet, 
the extent to which rates of unemployment 
insurance application and receipt vary by key 
demographic characteristics, education and race and 
ethnicity, is understudied.3  Recent research shows 
that workers with low levels of education and racial 
and ethnic minority groups, herein referred to as 
disadvantaged workers,4 are less likely overall to 
receive unemployment insurance than their 
advantaged counterparts, but the reasons for such 
differences are unclear.5   
 
Disadvantaged workers are more vulnerable to job 
loss during recessions; yet, they are less likely to be 
able to rely on personal savings to make ends meet 
while they search for a new job.6  Therefore, they 
stand to benefit the most from the program’s core 
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income-stabilizing function.  Furthermore, examining the extent to which these groups are accessing 
unemployment insurance at lower rates, and understanding the reasons why, is essential to ensuring 
that the system is making its greatest impact, in the lives of unemployed families and on the fragile 
economy as a whole.   
 
The disparity in receipt rates may result from low levels of application among certain groups.7  
Potential reasons for low application rates among disadvantaged groups include lack of knowledge 
about the program, worker preconception that he or she is ineligible, or anxiety over the application 
process.  Recently, states have erected various barriers to benefits for the unemployed by making the 
application process more difficult.  For example, Florida now requires that all applications be filed 
online and that applicants complete an online 45-question “initial skills review.”  The difficulties 
associated with these changes fall disproportionately on that state’s low-wage workforce, particularly 
individuals for whom English is not a first language.8    
 
The disparity in receipt could also result from the fact that less educated and minority unemployed 
workers may be less likely to meet eligibility criteria.  To qualify for benefits, unemployed workers 
first must have earned a minimum level of wages in their most recent job over a specified period.  
Second, they must have involuntarily separated from that job, be engaged in an active job search, 
and be available for work while they receive benefits.  These latter, non-monetary criteria can pose a 
greater barrier to benefits than monetary rules.  However, even among the unemployed who satisfy 
these criteria, those with less education or low wages are less likely to ultimately receive benefits.9   
 
In this brief, we highlight research published in the October 2012 issue of Monthly Labor Review by 
Alix Gould-Werth and H. Luke Shaefer of the University of Michigan that examines the extent to 
which the likelihood of applying for, and of receiving unemployment insurance conditional on 
application, varies by education level and by racial and ethnic background.  Second, we highlight 
findings showing how perceptions of ineligibility among those who fail to apply may vary by these 
demographic categories.  This research demonstrates that low-educated and racial minority 
unemployed workers—those who may need financial support most during periods without work—are 
doubly disadvantaged in accessing unemployment insurance: not only do they report lower 
application rates, but the unemployed who do apply also report lower rates of receipt.  Even though 
the authors’ findings leave unanswered questions about the eligibility of non-applicants and the 
reasons applicants fail to access UI, their evidence suggests that increasing rates of application among 
disadvantaged populations would narrow the gap in benefit receipt.  Thus, after summarizing the 
relevant findings, we offer recommendations for increasing application rates. 
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Data and Research Method 
 
The present study relies on a 2005 supplement of the Current Population Survey (CPS), a monthly 
survey of approximately 60,000 households and the nation’s primary source of labor force statistics.  
To date, the CPS has conducted four supplemental surveys on applications for unemployment 
insurance, and recipiency among applicants, most recently in 2005.10  These surveys also collect 
information on the reasons unemployed respondents did not apply.   
 
The 2005 supplement surveyed four categories of unemployed individuals.  This study focuses on 
two: (1) persons for whom the employer initiated the work separation (known as “job losers”), and 
(2) those who voluntarily left their jobs (known as “job leavers”).11  Job losers are most likely to be 
eligible for benefits because of states’ criteria requiring that the separation from a previous job be 
involuntary.  The sample also includes job leavers, since leaving a position voluntarily does not alone 
disqualify someone from receiving benefits, particularly if this person did so for “good cause,” such as 
to avoid harassment.12    
 
The authors divided unemployed respondents into four groups based on their reported years of 
education: (1) less than high school, for workers who did not earn a diploma or GED; (2) high school 
diploma, for workers who did; (3) some college, for workers who attended college but did not 
graduate; and (4) bachelor’s degree or higher, for those who graduated from a post-secondary 
institution.  Second, they grouped individuals into four discrete categories of race and ethnicity: 
White non-Hispanic, Black, Hispanic, and other race.13  Because citizenship impacts eligibility for 
government assistance, including unemployment insurance14, the authors further classified 
respondents as either U.S. citizens or non-citizens.15  Respondents with a bachelor’s degree or more 
and White non-Hispanic respondents are the reference categories.  
 
Results 
 
A. Application Rates  
 
The first row of Table 1 shows the percentage of unemployed workers in each category of education 
and race and ethnicity who applied for unemployment insurance.  First, unemployed workers with 
less than a high school diploma or its equivalent are significantly less likely to apply than college-
educated unemployed workers, with just 30.6 percent doing so at the time of the survey, compared 
to about half, or 50.9 percent, of the better-educated group.  High school–educated unemployed 
workers and those with some college experience were not significantly less likely to apply than their 
college-educated counterparts.  
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The study also found significant differences in application rates between racial and ethnic groups.  As 
the first row of the right-hand side of Table 1 shows, Hispanic unemployed workers are the least likely 
to apply for unemployment insurance, with just one-third, or 34.0 percent, of those surveyed doing 
so.  Restricting this group to U.S. citizens raises the likelihood of applying to 40.6 percent; yet, it 
remains significantly lower than the 49.5-percent likelihood for White non-Hispanic workers.  A 
smaller proportion of Black unemployed workers applied for benefits (38.4 percent), but the 
difference between them and their White counterparts is marginally statistically significant.16    
 
Table 1: Proportion of Unemployed Applying for Benefits, and Proportion of Applicants Receiving Benefits, 
By Education and Race and Ethnicity, 2005 
 Educational attainment Race and ethnicity 
  
Bachelor's 
or higher 
Some 
college 
HS 
diploma 
Less than 
HS 
diploma 
White 
non-
Hispanic 
Hispanic 
Hispanic 
citizens 
Black 
Proportion of 
Unemployed who 
Apply 
50.9 51.5 44.6 30.6 3 49.5 34.0 3 40.6 2 38.4 
Proportion of 
Applicants who 
Receive 
76.3 67.1 1 67.5 58.3 2 70.9 56.8 2 60.1 1 63.9 
Proportion of 
Unemployed who 
Receive 
38.8 34.6 30.1 17.8 35.1 19.3 24.4 24.5 
1 Significantly different from the reference group at p < 05. 
2 Significantly different from the reference group at p < 01. 
3 Significantly different from the reference group at p < 001. 
 
B. Receipt Among Applicants 
 
Because certain demographic groups may face greater barriers to program eligibility than others, the 
authors next examined how receipt among unemployed workers who apply varies by education and 
race and ethnicity.  As shown in the second row of Table 1, workers who did not finish high school 
and those with some college experience are significantly less like than college-educated workers to 
receive unemployment insurance once they apply: 58.3 percent and 67.1 percent, respectively, 
compared with 76.3 percent. 
 
The findings on recipiency by race and ethnicity, as shown in the second row of the right-hand side of 
Table 1, mirror the findings on application rates, demonstrating that Hispanic applicants are 
significantly less likely than White non-Hispanic applicants to receive benefits: 56.8 percent compared 
with 70.9 percent.  Again, the difference narrows somewhat when the sample of Hispanic applicants 
is restricted to U.S. citizens (from 14.1 to 10.8 percentage points), but it remains significant.  Black 
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applicants are not significantly less likely to receive benefits than non-Hispanic White applicants; 
however, this lack of significance may be due to small sample size.17   
 
In summary, unemployed workers who lack a high school education and Hispanic unemployed 
workers, regardless of citizenship, are significantly less likely to apply for unemployment insurance; 
once they apply, they are significantly less likely to report receipt.  Applicants with some college 
experience also face lower chances of receipt.  These differences point to large disparities in overall 
rates of access to unemployment insurance between low-educated and racial and ethnic minority 
workers and their more advantaged counterparts.  As the final row of Table 1 shows, a far greater 
share of White non-Hispanic unemployed workers goes on to receive unemployment insurance than 
Hispanic unemployed workers; the same is true for college-educated unemployed workers compared 
with those who did not graduate from high school.  
 
C. Reasons Given for Not Applying 
 
Survey respondents who did not 
apply for unemployment were 
permitted to give multiple 
reasons for their non-
application.  Table 2 shows 
selected reasons cited and the 
corresponding proportions of 
workers from the categories of 
education and race and ethnicity 
who listed each.  
 
Perceived ineligibility is the most 
common reason unemployed 
workers do not apply for 
unemployment insurance, with 
significant variation by 
education.  Specifically, non-
applicants with a high school 
diploma (58.3 percent) or less 
(58.3 percent) are significantly 
more likely than college-educated non-applicants (36.1 percent) to perceive themselves to be 
ineligible for benefits.  Additional survey questions examined the reasons for this perception: the 
findings show that non-applicants with a high school diploma or less are considerably more likely 
than college-educated non-applicants to believe they did not earn or work enough in their last job.  In 
Table 2: Selected Reasons Given for Not Applying for Benefits 
By Education and Race and Ethnicity, 2005 
 Educational attainment 
  
Bachelor's 
or higher 
Some 
college 
HS 
diploma 
Less 
than HS 
diploma 
Did not think eligible 36.1 48.8 58.3 2 58.3 2 
Did not earn or  
work enough 
18.0 27.5 45.2 2 47.7 2 
Voluntary quit 37.2 27.9 24.4 16.7 2 
 Race and Ethnicity 
  
White 
non-
Hispanic 
Hispanic 
Hispanic 
citizen 
Black 
Did not know where or 
how to apply 
1.7 6.7 1 6.5 1 0.7 
Did not know benefits 
existed 
1.1 6.1 2 5.9 1 3.3 
Language barrier 0.3 5.1 3 0.0 0.0 
1 Significantly different from the reference group at p < 05. 
2 Significantly different from the reference group at p < 01. 
3 Significantly different from the reference group at p < 001. 
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contrast, the least educated respondents are the least likely to report voluntarily quitting their last 
job as a reason for their perceived ineligibility.  
 
The bottom panel of Table 2 shows selected reasons given for not applying by race and ethnicity.  
Hispanic non-applicants are more likely than White non-Hispanic non-applicants to specify not 
knowing where or how to apply (6.7 percent compared to 1.7 percent) and that such benefits exist 
(6.1 percent compared to 1.1 percent).  Restricting Hispanic respondents to U.S. citizens does not 
greatly reduce the share who specifies such reasons for non-application.  However, citizenship affects 
whether respondents feel they face a language barrier—5.1 percent of all Hispanic non-applicants, 
including non-citizens, cited this as a reason for not applying whereas no Hispanic citizens did. 
 
Discussion  
 
Low-educated individuals and racial and ethnic minorities are over-represented among the low-wage 
workforce, a group who struggles to make ends meet even when employed, often going hungry or 
missing rent payments.18  For these workers, the loss of employment income can be devastating, and 
unemployment insurance could provide important ameliorative support.  By contrast, as this study 
shows, college-educated workers are significantly more likely to think they are ineligible because they 
quit their last job voluntarily (a reason for ineligibility on non-monetary grounds).  Thus, these 
workers may have been able to financially plan for a separation from work, lessening their need for 
the income-stabilizing function of the program.   
 
Yet, these findings demonstrate that low-educated and Hispanic unemployed workers are less likely 
to apply for unemployment insurance than their better-educated and racial majority counterparts, 
and that these groups are less likely to receive benefits once they apply.  These low probabilities of 
application and receipt of benefits are a double disadvantage, in effect making the unemployment 
insurance system less responsive to the very people who potentially would benefit most from its 
support.  
 
Unfortunately, the supplemental data cannot tell us whether non-applicants would be eligible for 
unemployment insurance if they applied.  This leaves a crucial question unanswered: when 
individuals perceive themselves to be ineligible, is this perception accurate?  The answer to this 
question has important policy implications.  If eligible workers are wrong in assuming they are 
ineligible—and if this group is disproportionately made up of low-educated and minority workers—
then the implied policy response would be to encourage higher levels of application and greater 
understanding of the program within these groups.  The findings discussed in this brief suggest that 
some eligible unemployed workers may be failing to apply for unemployment insurance. 
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Most strikingly, low-educated unemployed workers are more likely to fail to apply because they 
perceive themselves to be ineligible, the primary reason being they believe they did not earn enough 
wages or work enough weeks in their last job.  Given recent evidence that most low-wage workers 
(who tend to be less educated) and their high-wage counterparts meet states’ monetary eligibility 
rules—and that smaller proportions of both groups meet non-monetary eligibility rules—the authors 
are correct to expect that both education groups would perceive themselves to be eligible for 
unemployment insurance on monetary grounds.   
 
Taken together, these findings suggest that less educated workers may lack knowledge of 
unemployment insurance eligibility criteria in general and that they fail to apply for a program they 
may be qualified to access.  Similarly, the finding that Hispanic unemployed workers are significantly 
less likely to apply because they lack familiarity with the program and its application procedures 
suggests that the program is not reaching the full pool of potentially eligible unemployed. 
 
Recommendations 
 
A first step toward increasing UI access among low-educated and racial minority workers would be to 
increase rates of application among eligible unemployed workers in these categories.  Below, we 
offer the following suggesting for increasing application rates: (1) systematic outreach, including 
programs targeting the Latino community; (2) increasing employer filing, and (3) mandating that 
employers inform separated workers of potential program eligibility status at the time of separation.  
These suggestions are outlined in detail below. 
 
Currently, no systematic outreach programs exist at the federal level to educate the public about 
unemployment insurance and their potential eligibility (though some states may have programs of 
their own).  In contrast, the federal government funds outreach programs to increase enrollment in 
CHIP (Children’s Health Insurance Program), Medicaid, and SNAP (the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program, formerly known as Food Stamps).  These outreach programs use methods 
ranging from media campaigns to targeted outreach through schools and community-based 
organizations.19  Several studies have found these types of programs to effectively increase 
enrollment, though results vary depending on the type of outreach and the population targeted.20  
Two studies found that outreach can be particularly effective in reaching communities where 
individuals speak a non-English language.  While the results described in this brief suggest that the 
lower rates of UI access among Hispanic citizens are not the result of a language barrier, their results 
do show lower program knowledge among this group.  Culturally competent outreach in the Latino 
community could be an important first step toward increasing UI access among American Latinos.   
 
A second way to increase application rates is to encourage state agencies to allow broader 
application of a process known as employer filing, meaning employers file claims on behalf of their 
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separated employees.  Most states allow some form of employer filing, but it is especially common in 
southeastern states and in industries affected by mass layoffs, or by seasonable fluctuations, such as 
manufacturing or construction.21  In these states, when full-time work becomes unavailable on a 
temporary basis, employers may file claims on behalf of the affected workers (in some states, such as 
North Carolina and Michigan, employers with over a certain number of employees or claims in a year, 
are required to do so).  Similarly, many states also allow employer filing during seasonal shutdown 
periods.  These are referred to as attached or partial claims, because the affected employees are still 
job-attached.  Though these employees must meet initial eligibility criteria, they are not required to 
search for work during this period of reduced work; nor do they typically have to file their continuing 
claims.   
 
Employers in some states may also file claims on behalf of workers who are totally separated from 
their last job, as in a mass layoff, though it is less common.  As with attached or partial claims, the 
employer files the initial claim and the employee is responsible for satisfying initial eligibility criteria; 
however, the worker is responsible for filing all continuing claims and must meet ongoing eligibility 
criteria (including work-search requirements). 
 
The primary benefit of employer filing is efficiency, for workers, employers, and state agencies.22  
Since employers know the number of claims being processed, they can estimate the amount of 
benefits that will be charged to their account.  Second, for businesses experiencing a seasonal 
shutdown or a reduced workload, employer filing obviates the need to search for replacements once 
normal workload resumes.  They can hold onto their existing workforce, saving time and resources.  
Moreover, it reduces the amount of information passed between the agency and the employer, since 
the employer does not have to fill out a separate request for information on a worker’s separation.   
 
State agencies support employer filing because it reduces phone and Internet traffic, as employers 
will usually have a separate toll-free line and submit claims via a secure file transfer system (known as 
an FTP).  Second, it reduces the likelihood of improper payments, assuming employers report the 
correct information to the agency.  Finally, employer filing saves workers time and cuts down on the 
confusion that frequently accompanies the application process.  More importantly, for those with 
questions about their eligibility status or who lack knowledge of the program, employer filing 
facilitates a connection to benefits when it otherwise might not exist.   
 
Research shows that in states where employer filing is common, both initial and continuing 
application rates are significantly higher.  It also shows significant decreases in the percent of initial 
applications leading to first benefit payments (known as the first payment rate).23  However, this may 
be due to the fact that employer filing is more common for job-attached employees who are  more 
likely to be called back to work in the period between the initial application and the first payment, 
particularly in states with a statutory one-week waiting period.  In addition, as in a mass-layoff 
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situation, employers file claims for the entire workforce without regard to the likelihood of eligibility; 
for example, claims filed on behalf of employees with brief tenure are less likely to meet monetary 
eligibility requirements.  Should employer filing become more prevalent, particularly in situations in 
which workers become totally separated from their jobs, presumably the desired effect of higher 
application rates would be achieved.  A first step in this process would be for state agencies that offer 
employer filing to disseminate more information on the subject and its advantages, as there is little 
information currently available on the topic. 
 
A third policy recommendation, and a more moderate step in the direction of employer filing, would 
be to require employers to inform former employees who involuntarily lose their jobs that they may 
be eligible for unemployment insurance and to provide instructions for applications.  For example, 
federal law mandates that employers inform eligible separated employees of their right to COBRA 
continued health insurance coverage.  This requirement is easily and inexpensively met with a simple 
letter that advises former employees of the program and how to access it.  Currently, some states like 
Connecticut, Massachusetts, and New Jersey follow a similar practice by requiring employers to 
inform workers about their right to apply for unemployment insurance, regardless of the reason for 
their separation.24  Included in this information to employees are specific instructions about how to 
file a claim.  Such a practice could be mandated at the federal level. 
 
In addition to the steps outlined above, states should not create new barriers to access for 
disadvantaged workers.  As states like Florida adopt new claims-filing technologies, it is essential that 
these new processes not impose access obstacles for less educated workers or for limited-English-
proficient (LEP) claimants.  State agencies should be subject to standards in system development that 
ensure any online or telephone filing processes are accessible by all categories of workers and do not 
discriminate against disadvantaged workers.  Finally, the U.S. Department of Labor should divert 
resources away from its current programmatic emphasis on increasing identification and recovery of 
overpayments toward measures that would actually increase program access by jobless workers.  
There are millions of unemployed workers with potentially legitimate claims who are not accessing 
benefits to which they may be entitled for reasons ranging from misinformation to intimidating and 
inflexible automated systems.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Several states have recently enacted strict changes to their eligibility criteria, along with across-the-
board benefit cuts, in response to trust fund insolvency.25  These changes have likely led to a decline 
in coverage, at a time when the economy remains weak, and may do so further in the coming years.  
This research shows that despite declining recipiency among all unemployed, certain disadvantaged 
groups of workers face even lower rates of coverage; this is due in part to lower application rates.  
Findings summarized in this brief on the reasons for not applying suggest that more low-educated 
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and Hispanic unemployed workers lack knowledge of the program and eligibility criteria and that they 
fail to apply for the program they may be qualified to access. 
 
The relatively small amount of payments made in error to claimants—and an even smaller amount 
due to deliberate fraud—tends to garner more attention among the media and legislators.  Yet a 
more serious problem is the fact that benefits are not being paid to all unemployed who may qualify, 
particularly to workers with fewer resources to fall back on during periods without work.  This brief 
recommends ways to increase UI application rates so that the observed demographic disparities in 
recipiency can begin to narrow and the program can meet its stated purpose of sustaining 
unemployed families and the economy during periods of distress. 
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The National Employment Law Project is a non-partisan, not-for-profit organization that conducts research and advocates 
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unemployed workers regain their economic footing. For more about NELP, please visit www.nelp.org. 
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